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ABSTRACT . . * . ¥
Writing research has indicated that exophoric -

reference--features of linguistic texts that refer to the situations

that surround language--~are more characteristic of weak writing and -

possibly associated with socioeconomic status. To follow up on such

research, writing samples from 114 ninth and eleventh grade students

and college freshmen were collected along with a teacher's '

interpretations of the students' socioeconomic status based on W

" students' school records. The students were asked to look at four-
drawings and then writé a description of the actions they contain_ to *
someone who cannot see the illustr@ations..With each grade level the .
number of total words produce®.in response to the assigned task Q
increased significantly, The calculated rates of exophoric
references, however, were not significant for either grade or

' socioeconomic status, although the rate of exophoric refetrence.
appeared to stay the same or decline slightly across grade levels.

- Contrary to previous research, the “students iw this study were able
to produce explicit, context-independent writing, regardless’of )
student socioeconomic' statys, (The drawings used in the study and
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three student responses are 4ppended.) (RL)
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The resea1:ch which is the focus of these remarks should be understood as

P s

and s1tuatlonal contexts. The probe was awkward because of problems at £the

‘data-gathermg stage problens which certainly affect the validity and genera]_lza—

blllty of my results Even When the product of r search is inadequate, however

\

the process can be 1llmm.natmg In thls report '1L share that process and

v

discuss the product only with approprlate cautlons)

f
-

- The probe was ooncelved as part of a’series of investigations which attempt

s

to account for mexphc:.t‘ meaning in ‘student wrltmg Inexplicit meaning is

characteristic of basic writing, as in thls tentk;/l grader's paragraph:

I saw another f:.ght before at the playgr})und over some ‘
candy one kid have a bag of candy . and this boy !took the bag
a eatin aﬁplece of his candy he hit him in the arm the boy
who. took the candy kicked him in the face and he got a black
eye so the boy who was punching hnn stop and walk out of the

T4
4in the face. . o

e LI ~ e Ot R .

playgrcmnd with his friend talking about how hard he hit him \

\
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- Clearly, this paragraph iscqntext-dependent. The wiiter appears to assume that
7 - .

his reader has access to the context of sitiation reférred to in the writing,
to the actual flght witnessed by the writer, Key components 'of that context are
only referred to, not adequately spec1f1ed or represented, in the writing. For

. example, the in the Elayground (lines 1 and 6) is used as a deictic; it points

toward the environment of the reported events as if the reader had seen this

particular playground: The fighters, ,furthern‘more, are initially referred to as
N ‘

one kid and this boy (line 2), and by the time we get to he hit him in the arm

(line 3), we can't tell who hit whom. Readers need access to the original

situationg context to understand thltS text.

In my semantic abbrev1atlon studies (Collins.,‘ 1981; Collins and Williamsoh,
1981a and b), I attributed ine\;eplici% mean;mg in student writing to the writSer's
tendeno_y to transform immer speech’ ox\lly to t.he extent necessary to meet the
dialegic fonfi and interperscnal function of everyday spoken language. In this
:Lnterpretatlon our tenth grade wr1ter is mtmg as 1f he were talkmg to . a
close friend who had also withessed the flght These studies drew on Vygotsky's
(1934/1962 and 1978) theones of relationships among thought, language and
wrltmg and used exophorlc references (Halllday and Hasan, 1976) as'one measure
of a writer's tendency to produce writing through the mediation of spoken language.
h i%y exophor:ic reference Halliday and Hasan mean features of linguistic texts
that refer to the situation that surro.undé 1énguage‘. 'lhey defife reference as one
“form of cohesion, a semantic tie between a presupposmg" element and’ another element
,whlch satisfies or completes the presupp031t10n Reference can be either
endophorie, in whlch case both the presupposmg and the presupposed elements are

found w1th1n the text, or exophonc,dm which case the presupposed element is to

- be-found outside of the text, In the example I presented ear];yier‘, the in the

-
v
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playground and this in this boy are examples of demonstrative exophora; he and

him are examples of personal exophora.

' The semantic abbreviation studies found that exophoric reference. is rore
‘charactéfistic of weak writ:mg', judged b\y pri trait scoring,\.than of its
strong CQLr}terpart at “grades 8 and 12. That observation was seen as supporting

thevtheory that weak writers resort to the forms and function of spoken dialogue
whilé writing.
/

Sy British researtchers, however used exonhorlc reference and inexplicit meanmg

N

¢

to support a somewhat dlfferent theory, \and it is that fact whlch prompted me to
under,take the present study. Research reported by Peter Hawkins (1977) showed
‘that <si%nificantly more working class ehi}dren use items of exophoric reference,
partic1;1ar1y thiré person pronouns, than do middle class children; this latter -
groﬁp had an observed pre‘ference for parts of s.peeth associated with-the noun.
" Havkins concludes that these findings support Béms;cein"s (1975) theory of
. socially determined "restricted" and ' elaborated" 1mg1nst1c/&des Now,
Bemstein's theory has not fared well in this country. It quickly bgcame i
assoc1ated with a 1J.ngulst1c deprivation hypothesis Whlc}l @y studies refuted.
In studies relevant to basic writing, we've shown ourselves to.be more inclined
toward psychological _é,xblanations, such as Piaget's (1926/1955) concept of
‘ e‘(gocent'ris‘:n, than toward socioeconomic ones. Some examples: Basic writers have "
Qhot attained a concept-forming level o(f eognitive deveiopment (!_.r;hsford, 19)79); -
in matters of coherence, some adult writers are like young children (Brostoft ,. ‘
1981); even Shaughnessy (1977) attributes problems in basic writihg beyond the . /
syntactic level to the writer's egocentricity. & Stili, therevare a few studies - N
vhich suggest that societal’ influences have something to do tSith language dewvelop- -

ment (Loban, 1976) and writing performance (Elsasser and John-Steirner, 1977;.

. Farrell, 1977). With these latter studies in mind (and with a ba31c d;Lstrust of -
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. -the "explanatory power of egocentrism), I decided to Teplicate a portion of the
. N -

HavlkiﬁS research in order to loock for a correlation between inexplicit writing
and socioeconomic status. ' ‘ .

As.part of his researcht Hawkins used an illustrated narrative (see attached)
which. tells a story of three boys playing soccer, break"ihg.a window , getting
yelled at; and running away. Bernsteir (1975 p. 178) and Hawkins (1977 pp.75- 6)
offer the followmg example of a confext- dependent, inexplicit, response to

the task: :

- They're playing football and he kicks it and goes
through there it breaks the window and they 're 1ook'ing at it
and he comes out and shouts.at them because they ve broken !

it so they num away and then she looks out and she " tells them

" off. ‘ . , o
- .

\ If we .compare this example with the te@th. grader's paragraph discussed
earlier, we notice the same tqldency to refer to a aituational context outside
of the linguistic text. "This observation led me to borrow the Hawkins illustrated
ngrrative ‘and administer it as a writing task t(? studentfs <n grades 4-13 which

~ .
-

was worded as follow&

¥

Thesé four drawings tellg story. .

Imagine that someone you know wants to know

all about the story but won't be able to

A ] look at the cirawings. write°a‘ description .
of what ‘you see m 'CI:IE pictures so that tl'té .

. person you are wfzgmg to will mderstan,c-l the

. story, Tell as.muth infortnation about the

story as you think your reader will need..

[
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The Hawkms researlh used an oral mterv1ew method and I wanted to see

if askigg students to write to someone who cannot see the illustrations would ~

prompt writers to produce relatively explicit naanmg in their responses

- regardless of grade level or socioeconomic background .o Py

. 'I\no dlsappomtnmts entered into my /attempt to test that assumption. After
working w1th a group of teachers who had agreed to let me observe their 1anguage
arts classes in grades four through eight in preparation for my adrmnlstermg

"“ the wrltmo task, I was told that I needed permission to continue. I wréte a -

‘ requested research proposal, and permlsslon was. promptly denled At the
secondary level, I managed to obta1n writing samples, but I was denied access to’
school records of parental occupatmns and educational levels, mfomatlon neces-

. Sary to assigh wr1ters to SES categories.. The school permitted me to ol;tain a
teacher's interpretation of school records, and I‘decided*to go ahead with this"
somewhat 1ess than obJ.ectlve data (Hence, my opening disclaimer c'oncerﬁing ;

D : S
S Va]_ldlty and generallzabllz.ty ) ' . 3

I was left with suffrc1ent ‘?é at grades 9, 11, and 13 (total 'N=114). The
gt

. observed ‘means for total ‘words ade and SES are presented in Table T (and

“remember that the SES \slasmflcatlon is rather arbltrary)

>
L]

7 - Tablel

. Mean Number of Total Words
.by Grade and SES -

-

9 “11 13
" Low 108 147 174

- Mid 100 A3 172
- Di fferences between grades in this,

"\ table are significant for total
words (p <.0001). ’
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Calculatlons of rates 'o-f exophoric reference were figured as frequency | {
'%er total words The page in my hand)out labeled "Sample Responses" (see
attached) will 111ustrate the mammer I_mvwhlch exophorlc items were identified.
’Ihe first version of the story ‘has 'two instances of demnstrative exophora;!' -
“both occur when, there is used to locate characters (line 1) and an aspect of
settJ.ng (1me 3) by making reference to the _context of situation represented
in the 111ustrat10n. The second version repeats this pattern by again opening
with the word there, used exophorically: I‘ve incltlded the th}rd, sample response
becatrse it -illustrates one solution to the problem of nd(mg‘distinctiais anrmg.
‘ Y éh,laracterhs and aspects of s?etting in the illustrated narrative; this solution

e

is to provide names: Rufus, Monty, and Dick; the window of Monique's Massag_e

Parlor. . " ) % '
) . Calculated rates of exoghorlc reference are shown in Table 2. Differences
in this table are ﬁot 81gnlf1cant for either grade or SES. v
» . C ) - Table 2, ) . )
Mean Rate’ of: Exgphorlc References oy
© + byGrade and SES .- - ~ . -
(Expressed as Perc@tage)

| _ , | | 9 11 13 ‘ o ‘
o Low 2.7 18 L7 - T

Mid 2.7 2.5 2.0 ' -
In the ‘sample of student writing used in this' probe, only one trend is

- visible. Wlth each grade level the nurber of ‘total words produced in response

to the asslgned task mcreased 51gnlf1cant1y If we use corrbmed means for rate
of exnphorlc reference (grade 9=2. Th; grade 11 = 2, 34, grade 13 1 % , we[ :
drop the SES variaple which yas of questionaple valldlty, and we notlce that the a

rate of exophorlc reference stays about ‘the same, or declines sllghtly across
. ~ -

I
.
“
; - >
.




v

*.

*

-

> These findings, of course, are very tentatix}é; the study would have to be !

* in writing about an assigned topic so that exophoric references were reduced to

. ! :
grade levels, 'Ih1s sugg@ts that writers in the study have very 11tt1e dif- »
s
flculty wntlng ‘about the assigned illustrated narrative in a contextgindependent

mamner. ) N )

L ]

~

L4 v

replicated with more obj ectivity at~the data-gathering stage before we can be
fully confident tl'.lat‘ the findings are accurate. $Still, the findings are in-
teresting endugh‘ to ;invite some speculation corfcerning relationships between
wri.tten texts and contexts of situation.

’

N The present st(udy seems to run agains‘t earlier ones; with very few exceptions,

the writing task elicited a consistently low rate, of exophoric réference.

It seems that the“writing task reduced the level of difficulty inherent =

a minimum. ’Jhe. writing task presented writers withf‘a complete and coherent
utiverse, and writers were told that their reader would not have d:Lrect‘ access
to that wniverse. This is certainly a dlfferent context of situation than that
used inr the Bernstein and Hawklns interviews where it was clear, I suspect that
inVestigators could see “the drawmgs This is’ the~d1§ference between spoken
’dlalogue and wntten monologues when our audience can see what we're ta'iklng or
wr1t1ng about we need not speé¢ify an already shared context of s1tuati.on in the
linguistic text. (Notice that I am not agtemptmg to explain why Bernstem and
Hawlgms found social class dlfferences among their subJects Bernstein presents
a powerful theoretical explanatlon for that hlnself see also Kroll in press ) .
Apparently, it is’a wrlter s ablllty to manage dlfflCUltleS inherent in
the writing task &that makes a text more or less dep'endent on reader access to a

context of situation. When difficulty is at a low level, as when we ask writers
e . £ ° . ’

-to'represent assimple illustrated narrativé for an absent reader of their choice,

‘ then*writing is relati.vely context independent. :Ihe only’,prob‘lems in"specifying

e ) § . . 9




referents adequately in this task were in diStrnguishﬁ;g a;nong characters; mest

writers solved this by in;luding relative heights and positions or by naming
.‘—the ciffiracters. Then the 1eve1 of dlfflculty increases, for example when we ask

writers to write a remembered or lmagmed narrative for an unfamlllar reader ,- )

rmny of the same writers might produce context-dependent writing (Kroll and
"Lempers 1981; Kroll and Varm, 1981; Krauss and Glucksberg, 1977; Rubin, 1981

offer add1t10na1 insight into task difficulty)..

Cert&inly I don't mean to underestimate the complexities of relationships
between wrltten texts and contexts of s1tuat10n These contexts include the

rhetorical ,(ptlrpose topic, audience), the envirorfrental (conditions immediately

surroundmg the wrlter) and the soc1eta1 (the socio- -cultural background of i

, 'mter and audience) . " Surely we need to lknow more about how these levels of
| coni:ext interact with psychological dimensiocns of writing processes- and we
should mvestlgate this interaction through context- dependent methods (Kantor
. K‘Lrby, and Goetz, 1981 Mishler, 1979). For now, though, I'm compelled to offer

c

thlS tentative concluslon . Perhaps writers are not egocentric, and perhaps

writing is not qontext-depehdmt. Perhaps these are labels for problems with
writing t.atsi<s, not wi.th writers or with writing. Maybe 'we call out a tendeney.
toward "egocentric, contlext -dependent " wntmg by assignments that call for
specializéd writing that is simply too difficult for gome writers to orodme in -
-isolation from necessayy contexts. This érgument suggests the need for carefully
constructed assignments and reader responses that build upon what writers know

and can do by asking them to comect the:Lr imner, personal worlds of motlvatlon

.and thought with the outer, soufl worLd of s e&perlence and 1anguage

< ‘ R ,. ¢
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Sample Respgnses: T,
‘ /
* .
There are four pictures which tells a story about three
young boys beginning to kick a ball around. ‘The boys are standing
on a block where there is an apartment building. The boys are right
7 in front of an apartment-window. One boy gets ready to kick the ball.
As he kicks the ball it goés straight towards the window. The ball
goes- threw the window and breaks it. The'boys stand in amazement.
Suddenly a man(presumsbly the owner of ‘the apartment room comes
over and starts screaming at the boys. The boys knowing there
mistake ran away from.the scene. Runing up the block they passed
another apartment room with a.girl watching them run.

2

'—I
CWO~NOT UV WN

/ . v
“There are three yolmg fellows playing soccer in a small
ley, with a window on-one wall of the alley. The first young
boy is the farthest a way from the window. He's about to kick the
ball to one of the other one. He las a frown on his face.-
} .After hé kicks the ball -it sails right through the window. - The
other béys seem to be yelling. - :
A man comes out, probably from the other side of the window.
He starts yellipg at the boy as they flee from the scene. They
. apparently don't care about the ball because as they run-away, they
don*t have it with them. . o <,
They rin down the alleyway past a girl in a window. The boy
who kicked the ball is the first one to run.. The.second boy is
» yelling something to the man. He's also waving his arm and looking
back. The 3rd boy is lookiIng back too. The boy who kicked the ball
doen't bother to look back, he just keeps rurming. They are all
rumning past the girl in the windoy.

[ ol = == y
O\Ln.;.\uk;r—loooo\:o\ux.;.\uwr—n
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Three boys, Rufus, Monty, and Dicky, went to play with their, -1 »
new soccer ball. As they hopped to the park they kicked the ball 2 =
between them. Monty accidently kicked the ball through the window 3

~.» of Monique's«Massage Parlor. Well, the man who was about to get 4
a message was furious. He ran outside and yelled at thé boys. 5 '
"What the hell do you think you're doing? You stared the hell out 6
of mel For all I knew, it cotld have been my wife spying en me! 7
You kids have wasted up all my time with Rona, now. You'll pay for 8 |
that." The boys got so scared they ran to the Aunt 'MoniqGeT who had 9
seen them run by. She also owned the Parlor. “They explained to her 10
the situation and she gave their ball back. As for the man from 11
the Massage Parlor, his wife happened to be Rufus' sister, and 12
Rufus told his sister who in twn divorced the man. 13

o




